THE BRITISH CONSTITUTION

tion will, almost certainly, be defeated in the House of Commons
because it is a minority. Its appeals are to the electorate. It will, at the
next election, ask the people to condemn the Government, and, as
a consequence, to give a majority to the Opposition. Because the
Government is criticised it has to meet criticism. Because it must in
course of time defend itself in the constituencies it must persuade public
opinion to move with it. The Opposition is at once the alternative to
the Government and a focus for the discontent of the people. Its func-
tion is almost as important as that of the Government. If there be no
Opposition there is no democracy. 'Her Majesty's Opposition' is no
idle phrase. Her Majesty needs an Opposition as well as a Government.

Party warfare is thus essential to the working of the democratic
system. Yet it will not function if it is carried to extremes. A Govern-
ment in control of both Houses could effectively stifle the Opposition.
An Opposition which would not accept the majority rule could make
the parliamentary system unworkable. In practice, government is by
consent and opposition by agreement. In part, no doubt, mutual for-
bearance is good strategy. Experience has taught the British people thai
* fair play' is as necessary in public as in private life. It has taught, part ics
that parliamentary intransigeance and electoral dishonesty brings ulti-
mate retribution at the polls. But the real reason is that the parties, like
the people, accept the necessary conditions of democracy. They accept
the principle, that is, that the majority may govern but may not oppress
the minority. Government and Opposition alike assume the honesty
of the other. The British Constitution, said Mr Gladstone, ' presumes,
more boldly than any other, the good faith of those who work it'.1
The 'understandings and habits of mind' by which the Constitution
functions are' bound up with the growth of mutual confidence bet ween
the great parties in the State, transcending the political differences of the
hour'? Democratic government has its Marquess of Qucensbcrry rules,
and public opinion is the referee.

The democratic principle is operated through the medium of the
House of Commons. According to the pretty sclicmatisation of the

1 Gleanings, I, p. 245.

3 Report of the Joint Select Committee on Indian Constitutional Reform (1934),
vol. i, part i, p. 7.
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